THE SOCIAL BACKGROUND
native English to redeem the ancient brutalities and to create
a civilization.
There were many factors standing in the way of success.
Chief among them was the existence of the royal forests,
covering a third of the area of the country, administered by
a special code of law. It prescribed a heavy, crippling fine for
the first poaching offence, and thereafter mutilation and blind-
ing; and it was administered by magistrates in comparison
with whom "Minos was merciful, Riadamanthus reasonable,
and JEzcus long-suffering." The words are those of Walter
Map who had been an itinerant justice in his time, and knew of
what he spoke. Against these forest laws incessant protests
were made. John of Salisbury's denunciations are typical:
They are not afraid for the sake of a brute beast to destroy
a human being whom the Son of God redeemed with His own
blood. They dare, in God's sight, to claim as their own
property the wild creatures which are by natural law the
property of the first comer. And it is often held a crime to
snare a bird.
The passion for hunting was indeed one of the traits of English
life which mitigated against civilization. "When Samson was
made Abbot of St. Edmundsbury, though he himself was no
huntsman he thought it only consonant with his position to
make a game forest. "He made many parks which he filled
with beasts, and had a huntsman and dogs. And whenever
any important guest arrived, he used to sit with his monks in
some retired grove, and watch the coursing for a while; but I
never saw him interested in hunting."1 John himself devoted
a chapter of die Policraticus to the practice of hunting, which
he calls one of the Toys or Idle Pleasures of Courtiers. He
1Jocelyn of Braketond, p. 44.
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